L ike many of us who work in acquisitions, collection development, serials, and publishing, I interact with lots of people from all over the scholarly-information world: librarians, library staff, students, publishers, editors, authors, sales reps, consortium officers, etc. As a group, we have a wide variety of views on issues like publishing and pricing models, cataloging, open access, peer review, collection development, customer service, etc. And almost all of us are reasonable, intelligent people of good faith who want to find workable solutions to real-world problems and are willing to work cooperatively with each other to get to those solutions.
But occasionally, we run into a zealot. You know what I mean: a person who is not so much dedicated to finding solutions to problems as to convincing everyone of the One True Solution to every problem -or, conversely, to warning everyone about an Impending and Apocalyptic Danger.
The chief characteristics of zealotry, it seems to me, are two: first, a bone-deep resistance to the idea that there might be anything at all wrong with the zealot's position; second, an equally deep conviction that anyone who disagrees in any way with that position must be doing so from some combination of ignorance, fear, and ill will rather than from a principled and logical perspective.
Zealotry comes in many forms and can be found on virtually every part of the spectrum on every issue. Politically, we all know left-wing or right-wing zealots -it's even possible to be a middle-of-the-road zealot if you feel that political moderation is the only answer to every issue. Most of us know (and are friends on Facebook with) at least one dietary zealot. Hang around long enough in the scholarly-communication field, and you're liable to meet zealots who are either for or against print books, eBooks, open access, traditional subscription models, copyright, Creative Commons licensing, institutional repositories, and patron-driven acquisition. And Prezi -let's not even talk about Prezi.
It's important not to confuse zealotry with passion or enthusiasm. All of us are passionate about certain issues and pursuits, but most of us are able to keep our enthusiasm at least somewhat under control and in perspective. You may love government documents, but you probably don't turn every meeting you attend into a seminar on how to use government documents better; you may be enthusiastic about patron-driven acquisition, but hopefully you don't shout down anyone who raises concerns about it.
That said, most of us have zealot tendencies to some degree; for almost all of us, there is at least one topic about which we struggle to talk rationally, so great is our passion either for or against it. But again, most of us are aware of these quirks in ourselves and try to keep them limited and under control. Real zealots have no such self-awareness, which can make their company pretty exhausting -and if you work in close proximity to one, heaven help you.
Most of the time zealotry is pretty easy to spot, which is handy. But sometimes it flies under the radar, which is why I'm offering this brief field guide to some of its symptoms. Here are some rhetorical characteristics and tendencies that can clue you in to the fact that you're probably in the presence of a zealot.
Symptoms of Zealotry
• Tendency to double down on arguments that don't support the position.
Zealot You: I think we should start wearing badges that identify us as library employees, so patrons can tell who works here and is available to help them. Zealot: Great. The next thing you know, we're going to have tattooed barcodes on our foreheads. • Caricature.
You: I think we should start wearing badges that identify us as library employees, so patrons can tell who works here and is available to help them. Zealot: So you're saying you want to turn the library into Wal-Mart? • Every battle is a Glorious Victory, but the war is never won.
Zealots understand these two principles right down to their bones: first, Glorious Victories are very important, because they keep the warriors feeling motivated and encouraged. Second, no matter how many Glorious Victories you achieve, you can never admit that the war is over, because doing so tends to cause your warriors to go home (and if you're a professional zealot, the end of the war may very well mean that you've lost your job). Now, please note: to point out the dangers of zealotry is not to say that every controversial issue has two equally-reasonable sides to it, or that every opinion on every issue should be regarded as equally valid. There really are intractable realities that have to be acknowledged if we're going to move forward with our work in a reasonably effective way, and very often those intractable realities favor continued on page 85 Against the Grain / November 2013 <http://www.against-the-grain.com>
OVER

IMHBCO from page 84
one opinion more than another. Budgets are limited; some access models serve the most people more effectively than others; spending a dollar on Project X leaves one dollar less to spend on Project Y. Perspectives that don't account for things as they really are can't be given the same weight as those that do.
But it's also true that every position, every solution, and every strategy involves tradeoffs of some kind, and every one features a mix of positive and negative aspects. Even when you have only one feasible choice, that choice will be characterized by both good and bad aspects and will carry with it both positive and negative consequences. An unwillingness to acknowledge and deal constructively with that mix is a hallmark of unconstructive zealotry -and does all of us more harm than good. It's also true that figuring out how "things really are" is not always easy. The number of books on a shelf is a matter of observable reality, and not really susceptible to multiple opinions; the appropriate balance of allocations between books and journals is a judgment call.
Most importantly, when it comes to keeping an eye out for zealotry, each of us should probably start by looking in the mirror and ensuring that we don't see any there. You and I won't, of course -and anyone who suggests we might is an idiot.
